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The email appeared on his screen at 15.37 on Friday 8 December.

William Wisting was expecting a reply from the district court, having spent most of the day at a remand hearing. The prosecutor had requested four weeks’ custody and he was anxious about the outcome.

However, the onscreen message was about something completely different.

A forwarded email, it had gone to four other recipients before Mikkelsen at the criminal proceedings unit had passed it on to him.

The subject field was filled out in English. Inquiry re: possible incident or accident.

Glancing at the clock, Wisting understood that as far as the superintendent at the unit was concerned, it was simply a matter of clearing his desk and emptying his inbox before the weekend.

Answered locally was the brief endorsement.

The sender’s name was Michelle Norris and she had also provided a foreign phone number. She wrote that she was worried because she had not heard from one of her friends since 30 November. Prior to that, they had been in touch online several times a day, until this came to a sudden halt with no warning of any kind.

In the Internet forum where they had met, her friend used the nickname Astria. She had given Norway as her homeland and her age as thirty-two. Through her own investigations, Michelle had discovered the woman was probably from Stavern and she was keen to make contact with the local police because she feared something had happened to her friend.

Messages like this, expressing disquiet, were far from unusual. They came in many guises, arising from various circumstances, but this one was different. The sender did not actually know the true identity of the missing person.

Wisting read through the message once more. He would have known if a thirty-two-year-old woman had met with a serious accident during the past week, but he made a rapid check in the records all the same. Two deaths had been notified to the police. One was a fatal overdose by a known drug addict – the case lay in one of the bundles of paper in Wisting’s office awaiting a post-mortem report. The other was a suicide. Both these cases related to men.

There had been a number of accidents, mostly road traffic incidents at the time of the first snow fall, but one was a work accident at the harbour where a man had been crushed between a machine and a container, and another had been at the recycling depot when caustic fluid had spilled on a woman’s hands.

In other words, nothing of any relevance to the message from Michelle Norris.

The latest news from the district court now popped up on his screen. They had been granted a fortnight’s custody. The court had upheld the defence counsel’s claim that investigation would necessarily be limited over the Christmas and New Year period and it would be disproportionate to keep the accused in prison during the holidays.

A remand cell was already reserved for him in Ringerike Prison. Wisting dashed off a transport order before returning to Michelle Norris’s email. Composing a short, reassuring reply in English about the inquiries he had made, he told her there was nothing to suggest anything untoward had happened to her friend.

He sent the reply and logged off the computer system.

Outside, it had begun to snow again.

Collecting his jacket from its hook, he wrapped his scarf around his neck. Before he shut the office door, as he cast one last glance at his computer it crossed his mind that he should really have added that nothing had happened to give grounds for concern, at least not as far as he or the police knew.
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The snowplough lumbered along the road, clattering and scraping through the piles of snow, tossing aside a curtain of white.

Arnt Skaret had a hard job with the steering and gears. The road through Askeskogen was narrow and the old banks of snow were now blanketed in a fresh layer. In some places the high piles at the verges had slid back on to the road again. Fat snowflakes fluttered in the darkness in front of the headlights, seeming to sparkle in the orange glow from the beacon on the cabin roof. Flurries of snow spread across the windscreen before being swept aside. One wiper blade was worn, reducing visibility, but he knew the road and scarcely needed the marker poles to find his bearings.

Music played at low volume on the car radio. The Boss.

The lights from an oncoming car appeared in the distance, further ahead. Arnt Skaret took his foot off the accelerator and pulled out to the right. Twigs pummelled the side of the massive vehicle and, as they passed, the headlights of the other car made it difficult to see anything ahead of the snowplough.

Then he was alone on the road again. His right hand reached out for his Thermos mug but found it empty. He would have to wait for a straighter stretch of road before he could refill it.

Before he reached the Helgeroa road, he encountered yet another car, this time a small delivery van with one broken headlight.

At the Foldvik intersection, he slowed before turning left and the chains dug into the snow-covered roadway. A fox crossed the road in front of him, turning its head towards the snowplough. The front lights were reflected in its eyes before it leapt away, disappearing on to the footpath beside the road.

The grey VW Caddy was still parked in the bus bay beyond the Manvik farms. He had spotted it on the first evening he had been out with the plough. Now it had been almost completely obliterated by snow.

Arnt Skaret swung into the bus bay and drove up behind the van. It was difficult to decide whether it had driven off the road by accident or been pushed to the side to avoid impeding other traffic. No matter which, with the snow hard-packed around it, it would be difficult to move it back on to the road again.

He put his mug between his feet as he unscrewed the lid before reaching out for the flask on the passenger seat and refilling the mug.

The temperature gauge on the dashboard read minus three degrees Celsius. It had become milder in the last twenty-four hours. Without dry, fine weather, there was a danger of the snow turning to rain.

After two mouthfuls, he realized he also needed to pee. He scrambled out of the driver’s cabin and stood in the shelter of the plough as the warm jet of urine bored into the snow.

He raised his eyes to the forest, where the trees at the roadside were plump with snow. It was virtually impossible for his eyes to penetrate beyond them.

A bus passed on the road as Arnt Skaret finished up and washed his hands in the deep snow.

The parked Caddy jutting out of the bus bay was the type with a long cargo space. A Caddy Maxi. One of the Hofstein brothers used to have one like that, though that had been a while ago.

Skaret had worked on the roads for almost forty years. From time to time, he had come across stolen cars – that could be the explanation here.

Taking a flashlight from the cabin, he strode into the snowdrift and waded through to the van. Sheets of snow slid off as he brushed the side window. He shone the torch beam inside and squinted through the frosty glass.

The vehicle was empty. He played the beam of light over the steering column and ignition lock. No keys, but no sign either of the lock having been picked or bypassed.

A crucifix dangled from the rear-view mirror and a plastic carrier bag lay on the passenger seat. As the torch beam danced around, he spotted a blanket and some empty bottles on the floor.

The cargo space was sealed off and there were no side windows. Arnt Skaret walked around behind the vehicle and tried the door. Locked. Crouching down, he wiped the snow from the licence plate. Although it was coated in mud, he could make out a foreign registration number.

Not so strange that things had gone wrong, he thought.

He skirted around the car again and checked the nearside rear tyre. As he thought, worn summer tyres. In that case, the four-wheel drive would not help much. He shook his head. The vehicle would sit here until spring if no one towed it away.
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Six slices of a frozen pizza he had cooked the previous evening lay wrapped in clingfilm at the bottom of the fridge. Wisting took out three of them and put them on a plate.

While the microwave was working, he stood at the window looking out. Children were playing with a sledge in the street.

Line’s house was cloaked in darkness. She had been away for three days now and should be coming home tomorrow. When it stopped snowing, he would go across to do some shovelling so that she could drive her car all the way up to the house.

As he carried his meal into the living room, it occurred to him that the house was quieter than usual – the snow muffled all external noise. He switched on the radio just to escape the feeling of being completely alone.

Once he had eaten, he took out his iPad to read the online newspapers, and while he was engrossed in them, an alert popped up to announce a new email from Michelle Norris.

The message was a reply to the email he had sent her an hour ago, but the text in the subject field had been altered to read Regarding Astria.

She began by thanking him for his speedy response and wrote that before she had made contact, she had used Google Translate to read machine-generated headlines in the regional media outlets without finding anything to suggest something untoward had happened to her friend.

However, I would like to present you with further information to support my reasons for disquiet, she wrote.

I became acquainted with Astria through an online community investigating the murder of Ruby Thompson in Sant Joan de Palamós in Spain on 16 April. Ruby was a friend of mine. The provincial police in Girona investigated the homicide, but their inquiries have been inconclusive. Three months ago I set up a crowdsolving page in which I gathered all the accessible information about Ruby’s murder. I wanted to reach out via social media to people who might know something, but also to attract the expertise of individuals to the case. More than a hundred people have now become involved with no expectation of payment. A core team of around ten citizen detectives is particularly dedicated, and Astria is one of these. She worked on the analysis of a comprehensive trove of photographic material. Her last communication with the group suggested that she had come across something interesting but needed time to draw a conclusion.

Many of these contributors to the investigative forum are anonymous. In her user profile, Astria states she is Norwegian, aged thirty-two, a professional analyst who works on the simulation of industrial production processes. Through Internet conversations it has emerged that she lives alone. She has also intimated that her family has a holiday house in Palamós. She was staying there over Easter when Ruby was killed and stumbled upon the forum when she was later looking for information about the case. She probably took the name Astria from Greek mythology. The email address she provided (realAstria@gmail.com) is nowhere to be found in other Internet sites.

Michelle Norris had also attached the profile picture Astria had uploaded when she registered on the investigative forum. One of the members, who had undertaken an analysis of the background, had come to the conclusion that it had been snapped in Stavern.

Along with the profile picture, an image from Google’s street view was included as documentation. It showed parts of the same picture clip, but from a slightly different angle. Wisting recognized it immediately. The photograph had been taken down at the harbour on a rainy summer’s day. The woman at the centre of the picture was wearing shorts and a sou’wester, a rain jacket and wellingtons. The dark green sou’wester was pulled down over her face, shielding her eyes from the camera.

Wondering how they had reached the conclusion that the picture had been taken in Stavern, he peered more closely at the background. He could see the stone tower of the fortress out on the island known as Citadelløya. A local landmark, it was only familiar to people who had lived in or visited the town. A few yachts lay at anchor in the fjord behind her and the old passenger ferry that plied out to the islands in the summer season was passing through the sound.

By pinching his fingers on the screen, he was able to enlarge the picture to reveal the capital letters on the wheelhouse. M/S Viksfjord.

Googling the name himself, he generated a long list of results, all leading to Stavern.

Michelle Norris concluded her email by writing that, although the photo had been taken in Stavern, this did not necessarily mean that Astria lived there. She repeated her concern and asked if Wisting could possibly make further inquiries.

Wisting read the email again. Some of the expressions were new to him. ‘Citizen detectives’ and ‘crowdsolving’. He had heard of crowdfunding, the type of popular funding in which people club together to give financial support to a project. Michelle Norris had done something similar. She had set up an Internet site where what she called citizen detectives could come together to help solve the murder of her friend. The very fact that they had traced the picture to Stavern showed a certain level of competence.

The principle of assembling amateur sleuths in this way was not unlike the idea behind TV programmes that discussed unsolved cases and showed CCTV videos. Wisting’s experience with the latter had been very positive. No matter the quality of the film footage, there was always someone able to say what kind of car and which year of model was being driven, who had produced the clothes being worn, or even identify a masked individual from their movements.

He sat mulling over the information he had now received. There was probably no reason for genuine disquiet. Norway was not a large country and all murders were picked up by national media. A female in her thirties, missing for over a week, usually provided good fodder for the newspapers. However, nothing had been reported.

There was little to go on to help him discover Astria’s identity. If the IP address of the computer she had used had been logged in the discussion forum, it could help him progress a little. In addition, Michelle had provided the information that the family had a holiday house in Palamós. That could help substantially.

He started to formulate a response. Michelle Norris’s sender address ended in .au. He had initially assumed she was Spanish, but that could not be correct. She had also provided a phone number. Wisting googled the country code and discovered that Michelle Norris lived in Australia.

He looked at the time and worked out that it must be the middle of the night there now.

He undertook another search: Ruby Thompson plus the name of the town where she had been killed. The top results were from Spanish and Catalan newspapers, but he also found a number of references in the English and Australian media.

Ruby Thompson, a young, slight woman with blonde hair, a round face and attractive blue eyes, was from a town in southern Australia and had been on holiday in Europe when she was found murdered on a beach in Catalonia, an autonomous region in the north-east of Spain. A British backpacker she had met en route had been arrested but released after three weeks in custody.

He read several articles, but there was little information to be gained from them. Palamós was a small coastal town on the Mediterranean, more than an hour from the border with France. The body of twenty-five-year-old Ruby Thompson had been found early in the morning by a group of surfers. It had been washed ashore and the initial presumption was that she had drowned. However, the cause of death turned out to be strangulation. The most recent article was three weeks old and reported that the police there still had no suspect in the case.

Michelle Norris’s website also appeared among the search results. He tried to access it, but only an account of the case popped up. In order to enter into discussion with others, he had to set up a user profile and apply for admission.

Returning to the police computer system, he searched through all missing-person reports and suicides recorded in the past week, but found nothing matching sex and age. He checked road traffic accidents and fires with fatal outcomes, as well as all cases in the entire country that had been entered under code 9701 – suspicious death. These were incidents in which death had been sudden or unexpected, triggering police inquiries to exclude any criminal activity. Some of these cases had been reported in the media. One of them concerned a drug addict who had caused problems on board a bus in Elverum. Finally the driver had thrown him off. Next day, the guy was found frozen to death at the roadside.

It took him almost an hour to go through everything, but the conclusion was obvious. Astria, or whatever she was called, was not among the reported victims.

He sent a formal reply in which he also asked for an IP address and asked if Astria had given any specific details of her family and the holiday house in Spain. Then he put on warm clothing to go outside and shovel some snow.




4

The first snow had come sweeping in on a bitterly cold north-easterly wind less than a week ago. Overnight, more than half a metre had fallen. Since then, banks of low-lying cloud had hung in the sky, bringing fresh flurries.

Wisting pushed the shovel into the hard-packed snow left by the snowplough, blocking Line’s driveway. The snow must have come at around the same time as the last sign of life from Astria, he mused.

He could hear the roar of a snow blower somewhere nearby. Wisting adjusted his cap before first making a path to the door and then starting to scoop up the snow, tossing it to either side.

A family with children had moved into a house further up the street. Although Wisting had not spoken to them, he often saw the children out playing. They were probably a bit too old for Amalie. There was a boy of ten or twelve and a girl who was most likely a couple of years younger. Amalie was only five.

Straightening his back, he watched them for a while. They were building a snowman but kept squabbling, throwing snow and knocking each other to the ground. There were no other children in the street and he did not know whether Amalie had been properly introduced to them.

All of a sudden the girl burst into tears. She stomped off up the steps and disappeared inside.

Wisting continued to shovel, aware of the perspiration on his scalp as he worked steadily. It crossed his mind that it was summer in Australia.

Between the lines of the email he had received he had read misgivings that something had happened to Astria because of what she had uncovered or was in the process of tracking down.

Such fears were excessive, really. He found it impossible to imagine how deskbound investigations by an anonymous woman in an obscure location in Norway could expose anyone to danger.

Two questions absorbed him all the same: who was Astria and why had she gone totally silent?

These thoughts kept churning in his brain, but he was none the wiser.

Wisting completed his task and returned to his own house. After a hot shower, he heated up the remaining three slices of pizza. His back was aching when he sat down in front of the TV, his muscles tender after all the strenuous effort.

Reaching out for his iPad, he opened it and saw another email from Michelle Norris. She thanked Wisting for following up her inquiry and wrote that Astria, like many other users, was logged into the investigative forum through a VPN-server. This meant that all data traffic was encrypted and it was impossible to trace her original IP address.

Astria has given few details of her family and their holiday house in Palamós, she added. I’ve provided the text in which she introduces herself to the other members of the forum.

A few lines were copied into the email, in which Astria wrote that no one in her family liked snowy winters or skiing. Instead of a cabin in the mountains, they had a holiday house in Palamós. She had gone there several times a year since she was little and knew the town well. On the morning of Monday 17 April, she had been out jogging when the police were cordoning off the beach. The body of Ruby Thompson had washed up at the water’s edge. Astria stood there until the police had finished their investigations and the dead body had been carried away. She had initially thought it was a case of accidental drowning and when she realized that a murder inquiry had been launched, she became afraid. She was upset that the killer had not been caught and the whole affair sparked her interest. She was keen to contribute and would be able to do some digging in Palamós next time she was there.

Wisting glanced up from the screen, gazing at the living-room windows and the snow outside. Maybe Astria had travelled to the Catalan town. That would at least explain why he had not found any information in the records.

Nothing in the email necessitated a reply from Wisting.

When he conducted a search and read the articles about the murder, a picture of the beach, snapped while the police were still present, had been included in several of them. On further examination, he saw it had been taken from a distance. Two police cars were parked on the sand and the corpse had been dragged up from the water’s edge and lay, covered, between the vehicles. A police officer was talking to a group of teenagers carrying surfboards. Further off, a huddle of spectators stood watching. Wisting enlarged the image to see if Astria was among them, but the segment was too small and indistinct, making it impossible to decide if they were men or women or pick out anyone in running gear.

The last piece of pizza had gone cold and a hard crust had formed. Wisting chewed it down while he found the email with Astria’s photograph. Something about it suggested she was a summer visitor rather than a resident. Standing in the middle of a puddle in waterproofs, she gave the impression that her pose was intended to create an amusing memento of a rain-soaked summer holiday. In addition, she had said she worked as a process analyst in industry and there was very little industrial employment in the Larvik and Stavern area. On the other hand, it sounded more like consultancy work that could be carried out anywhere. At the same time, it would be unusual for a visitor to pack a sou’wester in their luggage. A rain jacket and wellingtons would be a good idea when heading to Norway on holiday. However, a sou’wester, not so popular these days, was typically an ancient relic hanging on a peg in a summer cabin.

Astria was thirty-two, slightly younger than Line. He wondered how many thirty-two-year-old women lived in the district. The total number of inhabitants was almost 50,000, which meant about 300 of each sex in every annual cohort. If this had been a formal investigation, he could have obtained the exact number and a list of names from the population register. At any rate, there were probably a few people of similar age who might recognize her from the photograph, even though the sou’wester partially covered her face. Maybe someone who worked with her or met her frequently. If he published the picture on Facebook, he may well receive a few answers in the course of the evening.

The idea made him feel like an amateur sleuth himself.

Another email popped up, this time an invitation from Michelle Norris to join the investigative forum.

A Norwegian name features in the case was all she said.

Wisting laid the iPad down on the table and picked up the TV remote control. He had already become too involved.
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On Saturday morning he woke unusually late, even though it was still dark outside when he got up.

The radio droned in the background as he read the online newspapers, starting with the local ones.

A picture of Ellinor Brink featured in one of the stories. Wisting knew her from his schooldays, and she now worked in the property business. The article was a report on a new project aimed at young people who normally found it difficult to get a foot on the housing ladder.

Although she looked careworn in the photograph, she came across as eager and enthusiastic in the text.

He knew she had been married twice. In such a small town, people picked up these things. First to a car salesman called Moberg – that marriage had not lasted long. She had married again, this time to a banker, and had taken his name, Isaksen. They had two sons but had divorced before the boys were grown, and Ellinor had reverted to her maiden name. The elder son worked in a finance company in Oslo, but the younger boy, called Trond, had caused some concern. Yesterday Wisting had had him remanded in custody.

Ellinor had visited him in his office and asked if he could keep her informed about what was happening in the case against her son. Strictly speaking, this was contrary to his duty of confidentiality, as her son was an adult, over thirty years of age.

‘Did his lawyer phone you?’ he asked. ‘I requested that he do that.’

‘I haven’t heard anything,’ she replied. ‘There’s nothing about it in the newspapers either.’

Wisting told her that her son had been remanded for a fortnight.

Her voice sounded on edge. She did not want her son to be released. Instead, she was keen for him to stay behind bars at Christmas so that she at least knew where he was. When she paid him a visit in his office, it was because she wanted Wisting to make sure her son was convicted to ensure that he would obtain help afterwards.

‘What happens after fourteen days?’ she asked.

Wisting explained that he would draw up a plan of action with the police prosecutor. They would apply for an extension of custody until the trial and try to make an arrangement with Kriminalomsorgen, the criminal justice social work service, for drug addiction treatment during his sentence.

Ellinor Brink told him how grateful she was, even though what Wisting had promised to do for her son was nothing out of the ordinary. Everyone would benefit from him finding a way out of addiction and crime.

After ending their conversation, it occurred to him that she used to have a dog called Milos, named after the Greek island in the Aegean Sea. He had never been there, but thought he had heard somewhere that Milos meant apple.

He wondered why Astria had chosen that particular nom de plume. When he looked it up, he saw it was a name from Greek mythology, just as Michelle Norris had written. Astria was the goddess of justice.

He had no time to meditate any further on the choice of name, as there was an unexpected knock at the front door. Line called out hello as she stepped inside.

Getting to his feet, Wisting moved to the cupboard above the sink and took out a coffee cup.

‘Was it you that cleared my driveway?’ Line asked, her cheeks glowing.

Wisting confirmed this with a smile. ‘Where’s Amalie?’ he asked.

‘I’ll collect her later,’ Line answered, taking a seat at the table. ‘I just have to do something first.’

Amalie was with Sofie, who had a daughter of the same age. Line and Sofie had come to a reciprocal arrangement to help each other out. They were both single mothers and at times took on a lot of work. Line had scaled down her career in journalism after having Amalie and now worked freelance. She still wrote a few articles but was now contracted to a production company, working on a documentary series about an old missing-person case. This meant her working more than ever.

‘Did it go well?’ Wisting asked.

He did not really know what she had been doing in the past few days, other than that it had to do with a recording and interviews on the south coast.

‘Yes, thanks,’ Line assured him. ‘We’re nearing the end.’

He poured her some coffee.

Ellinor Brink’s business card was still lying on the table. Line picked it up and ran her thumb over the estate agency logo. ‘Were you thinking of moving house?’ she asked.

Wisting shook his head. ‘Her son’s been remanded in custody,’ he replied. ‘I promised to help her with a few practical matters.’

Line put down the card and looked around the room. ‘You should put up some Christmas decorations,’ she said. ‘We’re well into December now. You used to have lights on the bushes in front of the house.’

‘They stopped working last year,’ Wisting answered.

‘Buy some new ones, then,’ Line suggested.

Rising from the table, she disappeared in the direction of the room where the Christmas decorations were stored. Very soon she returned with a large cardboard box. The top of an Advent candle-holder was sticking out of the top.

‘Shall I help you with them?’ she asked.

Wisting shook his head. ‘Just put the box down there,’ he said, pointing at the worktop.

Setting it down, Line took out the candelabra. She dusted it off and placed it in the kitchen window.

‘Would you like to eat with us tonight?’ she asked as she sat down again. ‘It’ll be some kind of casserole. I’ll go shopping with Amalie.’

‘Yes, please,’ Wisting replied.

‘She’d like an iPad for Christmas,’ Line went on.

‘Is she getting one?’

‘Not from me,’ Line said.

Wisting drew his own iPad across the table and located the photo of Astria. She and Line were not far apart in age.

‘Can you see who this is?’ he asked.

Taking the iPad, Line looked at the picture and enlarged it. ‘Should I know her?’ she asked.

‘It was taken in Stavern,’ Wisting told her.

‘I can see that,’ Line replied, but ended by shaking her head. ‘It could be anyone at all,’ she concluded. ‘What’s it about?’

Wisting took a gulp of coffee. It was far too complicated to start explaining. ‘Probably nothing at all,’ he answered.

Line handed him the iPad but did not let go. ‘There is something,’ she said.

‘I don’t know yet,’ Wisting told her. ‘I’ve received some kind of missing-person report.’

‘What does “some kind of missing-person report” mean?’

Wisting was unsure how to explain it to her. ‘She’s gone missing from the Internet,’ he said, going on to describe what it was all about.

Line put her hand to her face, the way she usually did when she grew pensive. ‘What are you doing about it?’ she asked.

‘There’s not much I can do,’ Wisting replied.

His daughter sat back in her chair. ‘Many people these days live the better part of their lives online,’ she said. ‘That’s where they hang out, where they work and meet other people. I’m sure you’d launch an investigation if an employer was worried about an employee who’d been absent from work for a week.’

‘That’s different,’ Wisting told her.

Line drank her coffee and shook her head. ‘Not really,’ she insisted.

‘The problem is that nobody knows who she is,’ Wisting said. ‘Anyway, I’ve done some investigating. I can’t find anything to confirm that she’s gone missing.’

‘So you think something may have happened to her?’ Line asked.

Wisting shifted in his seat. ‘To be honest, I’d like to know who she is,’ he said.

‘Have you gone into the case and taken a look?’ Line demanded.

‘What case?’

‘The Spanish murder case.’

He shook his head. ‘You have to be logged in,’ he explained, ‘with a username and a password.’

‘Can’t you do that?’

‘Sure,’ he replied. ‘But I don’t need to do that.’

‘But isn’t that how you investigate missing-person cases?’ Line asked. ‘Visit the last-known whereabouts and talk to the people she last had contact with?’

He laughed it off. ‘This isn’t a criminal case,’ he said.

Line stood up. ‘Not yet’ was her parting shot.
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Wisting ended up buying both outdoor Christmas tree lights and an iPad for Amalie. He had no idea what else he could get her. It was expensive, but she was the only grandchild he had. While he waited to pay, he tried to remember what Line and her twin brother had received at Christmas when they were little. He recalled the Christmas celebrations but not what lay beneath the tree. Ingrid had been the one who had taken care of everything, both the decorating and the preparation of food. The Christmas presents were usually bought by the beginning of December.

He hummed a Christmas carol he had heard in the car as he decorated the small tree in front of the house. The youngsters who had recently moved into the neighbourhood were out playing in the snow. They had propped a ladder against the wall and were diving down into the snow.

All of a sudden, Amalie appeared. ‘Have you come to help me?’ he asked.

‘Yes, let me do that,’ Amalie replied.

Handing the string of lights to his granddaughter, he helped her reach the top branches.

‘Have you said hello to our new neighbours?’ he asked when they heard a gleeful shout from their game.

Amalie shook her head.

‘You’ll have to get to know them,’ Wisting suggested.

‘I will,’ Amalie promised before launching into something completely different.

She told him about everything she had done since the snow came. They had built a snowman at nursery and gone sledging and skating.

When the bulbs were lit, they walked across to Line’s for dinner. Afterwards, Amalie disappeared with a bowl of crisps to a seat in front of the TV while Wisting helped Line clear the table.

‘Have you taken a look at that Spanish murder case yet?’ Line asked.

Wisting shook his head. Astria and her story had filled his thoughts throughout the day, but he had not yet ventured on to the website. He was not entirely sure how to respond to the whole idea. It gave the impression of being something occupying a grey zone, somewhere between police and press work. A zone in which random private citizens stepped into the police arena with the ambition of tackling cases the police were unable to crack.

Line put her laptop on the table and flipped open the lid. She quickly searched for the page about Ruby Thompson’s murder and clicked on the button to join the web community.

She entered Darby in the space for her username. ‘That’s from a film,’ she said before he had a chance to ask.

Wisting formed the impression that this was an alias she used on other Internet sites.

Line set up a personal password and moved on. Before she gained entry to the forum, she had to give her year of birth and nationality. In addition, there was a blank field where she was invited to say why she was interested in the case and what qualifications she had that meant she might have something to contribute. Line stated that she had a general interest in unsolved crimes. In principle, she could have written anything at all. She was completely anonymous and no one could check the information she entered.

In the end she was asked to upload a photograph. Line chose an image of a snowman that Amalie had built with the friend she had stayed with.

On the main page, a counter in the top-right-hand corner showed how many days had elapsed since Ruby Thompson was killed. It now read 238.

Michelle Norris introduced herself as the site’s host, but had shuffled the initial letters of her name so that she appeared as Nichelle Morris, with the username Nichelle. She described her friendship with Ruby Thompson and related how Ruby had saved up to travel on a dream trip to Europe. The final destination on her journey had been Scandinavia. One month after she had left Australia, the dream had come to a brutal end.

Her profile photo showed a young, red-haired woman with greenish eyes.

The website itself was divided into two sections. One part was purely a discussion forum in which diverse theories were presented and discussed and the various leads considered. The other part homed in on the ongoing investigation and was divided into an assortment of projects. Many of the project names did not tell her much. These were names of individuals, restaurants or other locations, while some of the projects appeared to relate to CCTV footage and witness observations. Each project had a named person in charge. Astria had set up a photographic project, which involved gathering all the photos taken in Palamós in the twenty-four-hour period prior to Ruby Thompson being found dead. The idea was that Ruby and her killer could be depicted in one of them. The collection was part of the work on charting her last movements.

The project seemed to have started by collecting all the photos already available on social media, with the photo-sharing platform Instagram as the main source. An inbuilt function meant that the photos were automatically marked with their geographical location. Astria had made contact with people who had posted these pictures. She had explained about the murder case and asked for original photos as well as pictures that had not been published online and had asked if they knew of anyone else who had taken photographs. Almost every single person she had asked, without exception, knew of others who also had photos. This had led to exponential growth in the amount of material collected. The project folder had not been updated for the past ten days, but already included nearly 2,000 images.

The pictures were sorted in chronological order according to the time they had been taken and marked with a street or place name. Everything had been entered into a database in which selected photos could be arranged in sequence in a timeline or placed geographically on a map. Wisting had to admit he was impressed. It was always a challenge to manage a steadily increasing volume of information and difficult to organize it in a way that was easy to follow.

Line was the one who navigated around the website, bringing up a separate list of images in which Ruby Thompson had been identified, a total of sixteen from the last day of her life. With a single keystroke, these were transferred on to a town map. Most of the pictures had been taken on the beach between one and two o’clock that day. Some kind of event had taken place, with hundreds of people running out into the water at the same time. Ruby Thompson was pictured among the spectators. Wisting recognized her from the newspaper report, but her name also popped up in a text box when Line ran the cursor over the image. She was wearing a loose-fitting pair of cotton trousers, an open khaki shirt with a T-shirt underneath and had an ochre-yellow knitted hat on her head. Beside her was a man of around the same age with tousled shoulder-length hair and a takeaway coffee cup in one hand. Jarod Denham, according to the text box that appeared across his chest.

‘Who’s that?’ Line asked.

‘No idea,’ Wisting replied. ‘She met an Englishman and travelled with him. He was charged and jailed but later released. It could be him.’

Ruby Thompson was pictured in a total of seven photos taken at the event on the beach, in four different settings. Probably taken by four different photographers. Three of the images had been taken from a distance and it was the yellow beanie hat that made it possible to recognize her. In one of the pictures, a third person was identified: Mathis Leroux, a dark-skinned, athletic boy in his early twenties.

‘Show me the timeline,’ Wisting told her.

Sixteen miniature images were displayed in a series. The last of these was marked Hotel Nauta and had been taken at 19.46. Line clicked on it. The photo had been taken by an outdoor CCTV camera mounted somewhere fairly high and filmed at an angle looking down on the street. The quality was good, with high image resolution. Ruby Thompson was wearing the same yellow beanie and clothes as earlier that day. Walking on her own along the pavement, she had a white cable attached to each ear. Her head was raised and turned a little to one side, as if looking up at something in the high-rise buildings that lined the street.

Wisting pointed at the previous image in the series. Catalonia Pizza – 19.42. This was from a surveillance camera behind a bar counter. Ruby Thompson was making her way out of a door on the opposite side of the premises with a bag slung over one shoulder and the distinctive hat on her head.

‘Looks as if she’s on her own,’ Line commented.

She returned to the timeline and opened the picture taken almost an hour earlier in the same segment. Ruby Thompson was pictured in the same doorway and the image from the CCTV footage was frozen mid-movement. Her face lit up as if she had seen someone she knew further inside the restaurant.

‘When was she killed?’ Line asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Wisting replied. ‘She was found on the beach around half past eight the next morning.’

Line moved back through the timeline to a photograph taken from a car’s dash camera. Ruby Thompson was strolling on her own along the pavement. Before that, there was a picture of an unknown woman, smiling at the camera, beside a pram in a marina. Behind her, Ruby Thompson was walking past with two boys. Jarod Denham and Mathis Leroux. There was also a photo from a mobile coffee kiosk in which Ruby was caught in the background. After that, they were back to the pictures from the event on the beach.

‘She’s most likely also in some of the pictures,’ Line said. ‘I mean Astria. After all, she was there at Easter. There are sixteen images of Ruby Thompson. If Astria was out and about that day, it would be odd if she didn’t appear by chance in some of these pictures.’

Wisting nodded. ‘Probably,’ he said, his eye moving from one face to another on the computer screen. ‘The killer too,’ he added thoughtfully.
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Username: Nichelle

Michelle Norris drew her chair up to the desk. The fifteen-inch screen in front of her was an open window on the rest of the world. There was always someone out in the ether with special skills or access to information she was seeking.

Between two and five o’clock at night, when it was afternoon in Europe, was the most active time in the forum. This suited the job she had – the bar closed at one a.m., but she was seldom home before two.

Seven other users were online. Regulus, Effie P., MrsPeabody, Opala, Kenzie, Shelook and ApopheniaX.

ApopheniaX was the only one of these who had contributed information, but Michelle was unsure how to deal with what he had come up with. Meanwhile, she had not commented on any of his posts. Plenty of others had. His theories shifted the entire project in a different direction, towards something far more extensive and larger in scope, pointing towards a perpetrator who had killed before and would do so again. Michelle was opposed to that idea as it pushed the focus away from Ruby, turning her into nothing more than a number in a long series.

She had heard nothing further from the Norwegian policeman and he had not enrolled in the forum either. Only one new member had joined since she last logged in: Darby.

She was Norwegian but did not give much more information about herself than that.

Michelle frowned, wondering if there could be a connection. The only other Norwegian member was Astria. Twenty-four hours after she had made contact with the police in Norway, another Norwegian member had appeared in the forum.

It must be a coincidence, she decided.

The policeman who had answered her message had seemed trustworthy. She had looked up his name and obtained numerous hits in the coverage of murder cases and other serious crimes. In several of the photos he had been pictured behind a row of microphones. His gaze was steady and authoritative but at the same time contained a certain warmth. The crop of wrinkles at the corners of his eyes softened his rugged face.

A number of the pictures she had seen were from old cases. The facial features were more prominent in the recent photographs. The lines had deepened over the years, as if marked by every single tough decision he had taken in his life.

William Wisting.

It surprised her that she had received any reply at all to her imprecise email, even more so that he had followed up with questions and supplementary information in his response.

Someone padded across the floor on the storey above. Michelle stood up and walked to the balcony door. She needed a cigarette before she turned in for the night.

The heat had begun to release its grip and the air was now cool.

She lit her cigarette, thinking of Ruby as she took the first drag. Two days before New Year’s Eve, she would have turned twenty-six.

The noise of the city around her rose and fell. Somewhere in the distance, music was playing. Fast rhythms, but too far away for her to identify the tune. In a street further off, she could see the flickering red and blue lights of an emergency vehicle. It accelerated away without using the siren.

She leaned over the railings. Twenty metres below, she could see a man with a dog on a lead, doing its business on a patch of grass. The man looked around before moving off without picking up after it.

Turning around, she peered in through the balcony door, towards the computer screen.

The Catalan investigators must be aware of the details ApopheniaX had posted. She was unimpressed by the work they had done so far, but they must have systems in place to note similarities in the same way that ApopheniaX had done.

Taking another drag of her cigarette, she pinched the end and tossed it over the railings.

When she sat down in front of the machine again, ApopheniaX had logged off without posting anything new. He was a mathematics lecturer at the university in Barcelona but had not given any motive for becoming involved.

His first post had been about another murdered woman in Palamós, a twelve-year-old case in which there were some similarities. The same age, both backpackers, strangled, found on the beach, in a state of undress. However, that did not necessarily mean it had been the same perpetrator.

The police had arrested Jarod Denham for Ruby’s murder but had been compelled to let him go when the DNA analysis had arrived. In the twelve-year-old crime, there were no biological traces as the body had spent too long in the sea.

Jarod had a user profile too. He called himself Jade. She knew this because she had invited him in and he had uploaded many of the police reports from the case against him. His nickname was composed of the initial two letters of his first and second names. Jade. She did not think anyone else in the forum had twigged that. One discussion thread presupposed that he was guilty anyway, despite the police releasing him from custody. The theory was that the DNA traces found on Ruby had come from contact with another boy and Jarod had lost his temper when he discovered she was going with other men.

It could well be that Ruby had found a new boyfriend. Always keen to move on, to meet different, new people, she was not meant for long-term relationships. In their chat, Ruby had told her she had slept with Jarod on the night she met him and this was not the first time she had had sex with a casual acquaintance. The boys often wanted more than she did. This was one of the reasons she had been keen to go away and travel for a year. She wanted to leave behind all the complications.

Jarod did not comment on any of the posts himself, but when the discussion became most heated, she had sometimes found it necessary to intervene in the discussion thread and remind them that Jarod had an alibi for the evening of the murder. He had FaceTimed with friends at home in London and been active on the Internet. The counterargument was that the Catalan pathologists had fixed the time of death as somewhere between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m. After midnight, all the police had was Jarod’s own word for it that he had been in bed.

If the crime had not been committed by a random attacker, other names were of more interest. One was the son of the couple who ran the campsite where Ruby had been staying. Another was Leo Pérez at the beach bar, and then there was Olaf, the Norwegian from whom Ruby and the others had bought marijuana.

She had been working on the case for three months now and felt she had a good grasp of the details, but she was still unable to piece together all the fragments of information to form a picture of what had happened to Ruby. Much of it was striking and suspicious and there were countless rumours swirling around. It was difficult to distinguish between speculation and what was actually of significance for the case and could point to a specific solution, in the way trained investigators did.
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Username: Darby

Wisting was sitting in his office on the first floor, in front of his computer. He had closed the door behind him, even though he was alone in the building.

Line had sent him log-in information for the Internet forum even though he had not asked her for this. No explanation or any further details. When it was time for him to go home after dinner, Astria and the Spanish homicide case had not been a topic of conversation. They had chatted about the weather and the planned Christmas lunch with her grandfather on Sunday. However, the case had been on his mind when he arrived home.

Inside the website was a world of its own. The digital conversations covered not only the murder case but also everyday matters. The users wrote about what they had done since the last time they had logged on, about their jobs and about the weather wherever they were located. One had baked a cake and shared a link with the recipe; another needed advice for dealing with a rash and had an ointment recommended. New members were welcomed in a friendly manner. It resembled a workplace where people not only talked about their jobs but also developed social relationships. It seemed as if they all knew one another even though no one really knew who lay behind the anonymous usernames. In fact, Astria had no need to be who she claimed to be.

One of the project folders on the website contained police reports. This was unfortunate and almost certainly illegal, in Spain and Australia as well as in Norway, or whatever country the website was registered in. The murder of Ruby Thompson was still an open case and publishing police reports could give the perpetrator access to crucial intelligence.

The documents had been translated into English, probably because Ruby’s English travelling companion had been charged. It was most likely through him that the documents had ended up on the forum.

He began with the report from the discovery site. She had been found on the beach in the town, part of the same beach where she had been pictured at the local event the previous day. The discovery of the body was initially reported as a drowning accident, but the police patrol that had arrived on the scene had been quick to call out the forensic technicians. The body had been only partially clothed, wearing nothing but a blue sweater with a black T-shirt underneath. She had several cuts and lacerations in addition to unmistakable bruises around her neck. The cuts were attributed to injuries sustained after she had been thrown into the sea, probably from the rocks further north along the coast. The autopsy concluded that strangulation had been the cause of death. There was no mention of rape, but it was stated that the victim could have had sex in the course of the forty-eight hours prior to her death.

Wisting had not read much of this before he rose from his desk and picked up some paper to make notes.

Ruby Thompson was originally listed as an unidentified victim. The story was reported in the media and the owner of the campsite where she had been staying had alerted them to a possible identification. By then three days had elapsed without anyone having seen her. Her Australian passport was still in the bungalow she rented, and she was first identified from her photo. Later, this was confirmed with the help of DNA from her toothbrush and finally from a family member in her homeland.

It was slightly difficult to understand why Jarod Denham had been charged, but it emerged that he had suspected Ruby of stealing money and marijuana from him. He had told two surfers he was going to confront her with this that same evening.

Wisting nodded as if confirming a suspicion. Investigators always looked for inconsistencies. Experience suggested that a violent incident often stemmed from a conflict involving deceit or similar provocation, arousing a passionate response.

Jarod had failed to mention these suspicions of theft in his first interview but had confirmed it when confronted with what the surfers had said. However, he claimed he hadn’t had an opportunity to take this up with Ruby, as she hadn’t returned to the campsite by the time he went to bed.

During an official search, a bag of marijuana was found under Ruby’s mattress. Jarod’s fingerprints were on it, but this corroboration of his suspicions had little evidential value.

In the bungalow, a number of items that did not belong to Ruby also turned up, articles that had been stolen from tents and other camping cabins.

He clicked on further, reading statements by people she had met in the days when she was staying in Palamós and jotting down names, places, times and key words. He drew lines of connection, underlined what he felt might be important, and circled things that remained unexplained. This was what he had been trained to do. It had been his job for more than thirty years – absorbing all the component parts of a case. Sorting, understanding and digesting information.

Outside, it had started to snow again. The flakes fell through the darkness, becoming visible in the yellow glow of the streetlights.

Wisting got to his feet, fetched himself something to drink and sat down at the screen again.

It was primarily the statements from Jarod Denham and Mathis Leroux that sketched a picture of Ruby Thompson’s movements on the day she was killed. Jarod had met Ruby in a French coastal town ten days earlier and they had travelled together across the border into Spain. Neither had been to Palamós before, but the beaches there had been recommended to them by Dutch surfers heading in the opposite direction.

They arrived by bus on the afternoon of 8 April and found their way to the campsite the Dutch surfers had used. It was off-season, and they had each been allocated a cheap room in a bungalow beside the beach. Jarod had suggested they could save money by sharing a room, but Ruby wanted a room to herself. Fairly soon they had got to know a boy from Paris of the same age, Mathis Leroux. The day before Ruby was found dead, the three of them spent most of the time together. They had slept in after a late night. The waves were bad, so none of them had ventured into the water. As Mathis had heard about an event on the town beach to mark the start of the swimming season, they spent a few hours there and at the harbour before going their separate ways, but they had agreed to meet up again at a pizzeria around six p.m. Ruby had turned up half an hour late and left on her own an hour later. She did not say anything about where she was going.

Mathis Leroux’s statement agreed with Jarod Denham’s, but he also said that Ruby had seemed cold and dismissive towards Jarod, as if something had come between them.

These statements were supported by the photos he had seen at Line’s house. The images from the CCTV camera at the pizza bar were included in the police material. Astria must have collected them from there and inserted them into her timeline.

In the police documents, the photo from the bar was presented as the last definite observation of her, but on Astria’s timeline there was also a photo taken four minutes later.

He clicked on the map on which the photos were plotted geographically. The last image was taken outside the Hotel Nauta, two blocks away from the pizzeria. Ruby was walking on her own along the pavement and the white cables showed she had earplugs in.

In cases such as this one with Ruby Thompson, the last observation was always pivotal, the starting point for finding other witnesses and clarifying the direction she had taken when she met her fate.

The final secure observation of Ruby Thompson was at 19.46. According to the post-mortem report, that was at least two and a half hours before she was killed.

Wisting tried to find information about her phone. Where it had been and who she had last been in touch with. From the police reports, it emerged that she owned two mobile phones, one with an Australian number and another with an unregistered subscription. The Australian phone was left behind in the bungalow and looked as if it was only used for data. Her surfer friends had a Spanish phone number for her. It was last used at 18.17, when she had replied to a message from Jarod, who had been waiting at the pizzeria. This phone had not been found and had been disconnected completely from the Spanish telecoms network at 20.02. It had either been switched off or had run out of battery. This was only twenty minutes after she had left Mathis Leroux and Jarod Denham at the Catalonia pizza bar.

Wisting straightened up in his seat and reminded himself that this inquiry of his was not actually focused on Ruby Thompson. He had logged on to try to find out more about Astria. Who she was and why she had vanished from the Internet.

The last message from her was posted as a reply to a question in the discussion thread about the photo project.


	MrsPeabody:
	Have you found more photographs?

	Astria:
	Have collected 97 photos that have not been posted yet. Coming soon.




Then almost twenty-four hours had passed before another user followed this up.


	Ned B.:
	Are there photos of Ruby there?

	Astria:
	Need a bit more time, but think I’ve found something interesting.




This response was posted on 30 November at 21.37. That was nine days ago.

The user who asked this question called himself Ned B. Wisting delved into his profile and found that he had not been active for eight days. He claimed to be a nineteen-year-old criminology student from Madrid.

Others had linked up to the thread and asked when the new pictures were coming and what she had found out, but no one had received an answer. The last person to have contact with Astria was the man with the pseudonym Ned B. At the same time, the conversation was there, open for all to see. Think I’ve found something interesting was the last comment she had made.

Wisting stood up. It was now past midnight and it was still snowing heavily outside.
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